Immediacy and Gesture
Introduction
Studying ceramics has allowed me to connect to past and present ceramic artists, different cultures, and has become my outlet for selfexploration. Since arriving at West Virginia University, I have had the opportunity to work with a variety of processes and techniques that have fueled my interests in ceramics and its endless possibilities. This thesis discusses my personal history, ceramic influences (both historic and contemporary), as well as my trip to China, which greatly impacted the work.
In relation to the development of my work, one of the most influential components of the West Virginia Ceramics Studio is its production program. Introduction into the different processes and tools of the production facilities afforded my first experiences with the use of plaster molds and many other industrial techniques. Production methods taught me about efficiency and the importance of learning through the creation of multiples. However, with my work I use molds to produce differing and individual pieces, instead of reproducing multiples of the same objects.
The pieces speak about the immediacy and responsiveness that the material of clay makes possible. This is due to its malleable nature, during the process of construction. Clay is an amazing material that records every touch. As each piece is constructed, it captures the act of making by showing stretch marks from conforming to the force of being dropped onto molds, and impressions made by tools and hands. These traits communicate the action and energy of the forming process. It is important for me to translate the soft gestural qualities, and liveliness of the clay in the finished pieces.
Immediacy plays a major role in my process. The pieces are handbuilt using molds to capture the quick and gestural qualities in the formation of the different pieces. I want the work to retain the soft nature of clay during the forming process. The use of atmospheric kilns allows me to obtain surfaces that reference natural materials, such as rock and stone, which relate well to the overall forms.
Immediacy & Gesture
The work revolves around the immediacy and gesture of process and conceptual ideas about the vessel. Though the objects that I make can be used, utility is not my primary goal. In keeping manipulation of the clay body to a minimum when making the forms, and striving to allow the variety of creases and seams that result from the forming process, I am able to communicate the intrinsic features of the clay more successfully.
My goal is to show the raw beauty of the clay body, and the different textures resulting from unintentional occurrences during the creation process. These acts make apparent the concepts of immediacy and gesture.
The use of common forms such as plates, vases, and bowls stem from my love of utilitarian pottery and childhood memories of seeing my mother work in the kitchen with old mixing bowls and plates. My pieces begin with the idea of domestic utilitarian forms, and are transformed into more conceptual vessels that are heavy both visually and physically. I aim for the pieces to speak of the vessel, partly because it is such an important part of my history. The forms reference utility through the internal space, but the exterior form greatly contrasts usable pottery, and begs the question: What is utility? The size and weight of the pieces also emphasize the importance of the object over its functionality.
It must always be remembered that the dissociation of use and beauty is a purely arbitrary thing. It is true that pots exist which are useful and not beautiful, and others that are beautiful and impractical; but neither of these extremes can be considered normal: the normal is balanced between the two. Thus in looking for the best approach to pottery it seems reasonable to expect that beauty will emerge from a fusion of the individuals character and the culture of the potter with the nature of his material 1
Another important aspect to my history is travel. During my undergraduate studies I was fortunate enough to travel to England and be exposed to English ceramics and Bernard Leach (1887 Leach ( -1979 (Figure 1 http://www.sculpture.org/documents/scmag01/march01/voulkos/voulk os.shtml (accessed April 26th, 2011) use." 6 While I value Pintz's attempt at conveying the importance of time, I am striving to express the beauty of the natural surface more so than an appreciation of the object in reference to time.
Another artist who shares ideas similar to mine, in both form and concept, is Tim Rowan. His sculptural work speaks of time in a geological sense. His work has the appearance of being decayed by time resembling weathered stone, and rusty mechanical objects. Rowan remarks that, "There is one thing that we know for certain… as biological organisms eventually our bodies will no longer be "alive". We cannot escape the forces of time." 7 Rowan's surfaces seek to express the decay and breakdown of materials over time. I am drawn to these same surfaces, and I also hope to capture the moment of creation, and the beauty to be found in the liveliness of natural surfaces through their constant change, more so than their decay.
As well as being influenced by my trip to England and contemporary artists I continue to find myself influenced by the many people I encountered and experiences I had while in China. It was a truly humbling experience. I was most drawn to pottery of Mr. Jin, of Tian Bao, which is 6 "Joe Pintz at MudFire," MudFire. http://www.mudfire.com/joe-pintzconstructed.htm (accessed April 26, 2011) 7 "Tim Rowan Resume + Artist Statement," Tim Rowan, http://www.timrowan.com/index.html (accessed April 26, 2011) primarily made from a high iron, rough, unrefined clay body. The objects include roofing tiles, water jars, and other everyday pottery, which have after firing has a dark rich color and sandy texture. Firing with a soda compound can be a very active and exciting process. The amount of soda compound put into the kiln, and the manner in which it is introduced can greatly vary the finished surface. I experimented with sprayed soda, sawdust soaked in soda ash, and introducing salt directly into the kiln. I found that using rock salt was the most effective method of introducing the source of soda into the kiln atmosphere. The surfaces produced were varied, but indicated a strong sense of direction.
The form is equally as important as the surface in achieving the immediate and gestural qualities I admire. I utilized bisque, plaster, and wooden molds during formation of each form. In using molds, I am able to handle each piece less and prevent the clay from being overworked and contrived, while still capturing the creative energy. By limiting the amount of handprints that appear on the pieces they become less contrived and more organic. Molds also allow me the ability to create many unique pieces in a short amount time. Due to the thickness the pieces need extended periods of drying time. Drying can take up to three weeks depending on the size of the thickness. The drying time is only one of the challenges faced when creating such thick pieces out of clay.
Another challenge faced was severe cracking issues. After working through many different clay bodies I finally developed a clay body that allowed me to make these thick and heavy objects, while reducing the amount of cracking. The clay body consists of fireclay, grog, and sawdust, which creates a very strong structure. The added grog, which is a ground, fired ceramic, sand-like material, causes the body to shrink less and resist warping, and adds texture. The sawdust creates a more porous body, which allows for thicker pieces and a reduced risk of explosion and cracking in the kiln. The addition of sawdust and grog into the clay makes it harder to use, which makes using molds to produce the work necessary.
To begin a piece, start with solid pre-formed blocks of clay in simple forms like cones, cylinders, spheres, and cubes. I drop the clay onto a stationary mold. This ensures the work will not look labored, which makes for a much more interesting form. Through forming the clay on concrete blocks the texture of these blocks remains. Once the clay is dropped onto the mold the forms begin to capture the pulling effect of gravity ( Figure 10 ). These details help to reveal the process in which the pieces are made, capturing the natural beauty of the clay and the action of making.
Although each piece I made in this first series appeared to be different they all had similar smaller scale. Because of this, the next challenge for me was to increase the size of these pieces and experiment with a new range of forms. As the forms grew in size I was forced to handle them differently. With an increase in weight, it became difficult not to leave unwanted characteristics such as handprints or distortion when handling the clay. As I made more of this work, I was able to decrease the amount of distortion and human imprints by using pieces foam to handle and maneuver the clay. Size and shape vary from piece to piece. The objects range from 3"x3"x3" to 12"x15"x12" in size, and the weights from 4 lbs. to 50 lbs. The work successfully gives, the impression of visual weight that I strive for. To me, weight infers stability, comfort, which remind me of ceramic traditions of the past that I am inspired by.
Working through hundreds of pounds of clay helped me to refine the technique and produce many unique works of art. Variations in these gestural forms came from stacking simple shapes together and forming them over a mold (Figure 11 ). The elongated forms gave rise to variation and introduced taller and more elegant work (Figure 12 ) exposing the limitless possibilities for immediacy and gesture from these simple blocks of clay.
My clay body is made from Hawthorn fire clay is a course, refractory clay that can withstand high temperatures, and lends well to a more porous clay body. Therefore I use slips to vary and enhance the surfaces, and to create variety from piece to piece. Slips can add texture, mask the color of a clay body, and be used for decoration. The slips I use range from glossy to matte in finish and white to green in color. One such glossy slip is John Jessiman White 10 stoneware (Figure 13) . This is essentially a clay body mixed to the consistency of milk. The final result of this slip mimics that of a granite stone, with blushes of pink and pale yellow.
Another surface detail that plays an important role in the process and surface of each piece is the Wad marks. Wadding, is specialized clay used in atmospheric kilns, and is designed to resist the atmosphere while releasing from the objects. The wadding marks become a part of the finished piece ( Figure 14) , and along with the slip, and flashing come together to tell the story of how the object was stacked in the kiln.
At First I used traditional wadding made from equal parts of Kaolin and Alumina. I began to use seashells, which act as a type of natural wadding, due to my interested in Japanese wood fired ceramics. The seashells also leave unique marks created by the texture of each shell.
Unsatisfied with shell marks I looked for another method. By mixing equal parts of whiting and plaster I was able to produce more unique firing marks. Throughout my research, some of the most interesting effects were located on the bottom of the form and caused by the wadding. This led me to stacking the forms on their sides to accentuate the blemishes and present them to the viewer rather than hiding them. I find endless avenues to explore each time a kiln is fired. Being aware and paying attention to each and every move makes the beauty and capabilities of the natural material more obvious
Conclusion
These objects showcase distortion and texture created from immediate and gestural qualities clay contains. Awareness of these qualities and process enabled me to find beauty in the natural traits of clay. The simple and textural surfaces characteristics help heighten the awareness of these natural qualities. By using tools like molds I am able to create unique objects that share the attributes of stone and other organic objects. Impurities and cracks only intensify these references.
Through various firings processes and construction methods the work conveys the idea of immediacy and gesture. The salt and wood kilns enhance these ideas along with the utilization, and variation in slip and glaze surfaces. These details allow the viewer to experience the work in the way I intend. Due to the fact that I am not allowed to Bisque my work in the building because of the additions of saw dust. I have been forced to fire in the gas kilns.
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When I first started fire my pots there were some cracking issues. I found that by stacking the pots tighter I could increase the thermal mass of the pots. This helps to heat them a bit slower and more even, also the cooling was slower and the pots have stopped cracking. .
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